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THE CHINA-KYRGYZSTAN-UZBEKISTAN RAILWAY PROJECT
KEY POINTS

· China is proposing to build a new rail link from its western Xinjiang region to Uzbekistan across the territory of Kyrgyzstan.  
· On the face of it, this offers economic benefits to all three countries involved.  But the project is not universally welcome in Kyrgyzstan, where fears have been voiced that it will exacerbate that country’s existing north-south divide.

· Although far from implementation, this project and the discussion around it are worth noting as indicators of a wider undercurrent of ambivalence within Central Asia over China’s rising economic power there.  
DETAIL
Central Asia’s potential role as a trade route has attracted growing attention in recent years, with a number of related infrastructure projects under consideration – most of them predicated on the notion of the region becoming a significant transportation artery for Chinese goods shipped to Europe.

Whilst most attention in this regard has focused hitherto on Kazakhstan (given the relatively direct land access route to Europe that it offers for Chinese exporters), another proposed project has been the subject of increased focus over the last two years: namely, the construction of a new rail link from China to Uzbekistan via Kyrgyzstan.  For the moment, this remains some way from implementation.  But the discussion it has generated within Kyrgyzstan in particular is worth considering in more detail, since it illustrates how such projects are by no means universally seen as a good thing locally.
What’s the idea?
The proposal – originally made by the Chinese as far back as the early 2000s – envisages the construction of a new 270 km-long rail link from Kashgar/Kashi (Xinjiang region of western China) to Andijan (eastern Uzbekistan) via the territory of Kyrgyzstan’s Naryn and Osh oblasts.  The project essentially remained dormant for a number of years in view of the internal political instability that affected Kyrgyzstan between 2005 and 2010.  But it now appears to have been revived, and was discussed in detail during Kyrgyz President Atambayev’s first official visit to Beijing in June 2012.  Crucially, during 2012 Uzbekistan’s President Karimov also confirmed his country’s interest in seeing the project implemented (in previous years the Uzbeks had refrained from committing themselves in this regard, largely as a result of Karimov’s poor relations with then-Kyrgyz President Bakiev).  More recently, in June 2013 China’s new Ambassador to Bishkek used the opportunity of his first press-conference to underline Beijing’s desire to see the rail link completed.   The total estimated cost of the project would be around $2 billion, to be financed through development loans from China. 

On the face of it, this would appear to be a ‘win-win’ project, offering benefits for all three countries involved:

· For China, it would create an additional land-based route through Central Asia for its exports to European markets (based on the notion that the new link would connect into the existing Uzbek and Turkmen rail network running to the Caspian Sea), as well as improving its access to gold, coal & other mineral deposits within Kyrgyzstan itself.
· For Uzbekistan, it would offer a new rail route for trade with Asia-Pacific markets not dependent on transit via Russia.  This would be particularly attractive for the GM-UzDaewoo car assembly plant located in the Andijan region, which relies on regular imports of parts & components from Korea currently routed primarily via Russian territory.

· For Kyrgyzstan, it would offer the potential to earn transit fees of up to $200 million per year, by some estimates, as well as creating up to 20,000 construction jobs during the implementation phase.  More strategically, the project has been touted in some quarters as a key element in a wider infrastructure strategy designed to improve transportation links between North & South Kyrgyzstan (which are poorly connected with each other at present), thus strengthening the country’s coherence as a unitary state.  It also, theoretically at least, offers the prospect of improving people-to-people links between the Osh region of southern Kyrgyzstan and the Uzbek part of the Fergana valley.

So why is it controversial?
Not everyone in Kyrgyzstan is happy with the project, however.  Some vocal critics in the local media claim that, far from bringing benefits, it threatens to damage the country’s security.  Several arguments have been advanced by this camp:

· ‘The figures don’t add up’:  Opponents of the project argue that the estimate of $200 million per year as Kyrgyzstan’s likely income from it in transit fees grossly over-estimates its economic potential.   They point to competing projects, notably China’s parallel plans for new rail networks across Kazakhstan to Aktau, and via Pakistan to Gwadar, as being more economically attractive for Chinese exporters, not least because of the lesser number of national border-crossings involved.  Kyrgyzstan would only be able to compete, so it is argued, by launching a ‘transit tariff war’ with Kazakhstan in a battle to attract Chinese goods, which would ultimately be economically detrimental for both countries.

· ‘Others will benefit, not us’:  As an extension of the above point, the critics conclude that the primary beneficiaries of any such new rail link would in fact be China and Uzbekistan, with Kyrgyzstan standing to gain relatively little (all the more so since, they argue, most of the purported ‘job opportunities’ associated with the construction phase would in reality be allocated to Chinese migrant labourers).

· ‘This will divide the country, not unite it’:  Perhaps the most serious charge of all is that, far from serving to strengthen Kyrgyzstan’s unity, the proposed link would in fact cement the existing divide between its Northern and Southern halves.  Critics argue that Kyrgyzstan’s primary strategic requirement is for better communications between the densely-populated parts of its north & south, i.e. the Chuy (Bishkek region) and Fergana valleys.  By passing through only sparsely-populated areas of the north, they claim, the rail link would merely serve to strengthen southern Kyrgyzstan’s de-facto autonomy from the rest of the country, thus exacerbating existing concerns about regional separatism as a long-term threat to Kyrgyzstan’s stability
.

· ‘What about the Customs Union?’:  An unanswered question remains how far Kyrgyzstan’s planned accession to the Russia-Kazakhstan-Belarus Customs Union would complicate the operation of a transpiration artery of this type connecting it with two states who are not members of the Union.

Why does this matter?
Arguably, at one level, it doesn’t much.  The China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan railway remains very much on paper at this stage – and recent Central Asian history is rich in examples of ambitious infrastructure projects that never made it beyond the drawing board.  Whilst China’s evident degree of interest in the idea means that its chances of success may well be better, there are still plenty of factors, both economic and political, that could lead to it being shelved once again, as it effectively was for several years post-2005.

But the discussion around the project is noteworthy in and of itself, in so far as it highlights three broader issues of strategic relevance:

· The degree of local ambivalence that exists within Central Asian societies regarding the manner in which China’s meteoric rise as a trade & investment partner for the region promises to re-shape its economic geography.

· Residual concerns in northern Kyrgyzstan that the latent threat of separatism in the south, coupled with the risk of its increasing economic orientation towards Uzbekistan and China rather than Bishkek, represent a serious long-term threat to the country’s viability as a unitary state.

· Ongoing uncertainty over how the Moscow-driven Customs Union project will ultimately impact on proposed infrastructure developments of this type.  









� ‘As a result of this railway being built, our country’s southern regions will become increasingly connected with China and Uzbekistan, rather than with the rest of Kyrgyzstan.’ (Kubat Rakhimov, article in ‘Vechernyy Bishkek’, 6 February 2013).





